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PRESCHOOL WORK GROUP 


Participants 
Barker, Miriam Texas 
Crose, Mary Michigan 
Curtis, Myrtle Colorado 
Delaney, Genevieve Ohio 
Jahoda, Milton Indiana 
Mansfield, Kathleen Jane Texas 


Miller, Anne licLellan 


Nova Scotia, Canada 


Nelson, Barbara Washington 
Root, Ferne New York 
Rowe, Emma Florida 
Shoemaker, Dorothy Ohio 
Sigafoose, Esther West Virginia 
Smith, Ruth Jane Ohio 

Stuart, Jane L. Tennessee 
Stogner, Rhea Catherine New Jersey 
Walker, Edna M. Oklahoma 


Background and Experience 


The experience of the members of this group was as follows: One 
person was an executive director of an agency for the blind re- 
sponsible for the setting up of a preschool program. Three peo- 
ple were preschool counsellors employed at state level, two of 
whom have had no experience with blind children of preschool 
agee Three persons representing schools for the blind are re- 
sponsible for some preschool counselling, Two persons were 
Special education students, Three persons who had had no pre- 
vious experience with preschool blind children were preparing to 
teach in nursery schools for blind children, One person was a 
director of a nursery school for blind children, One person was 
a teacher in a nursery school for blind and sighted children, 
One is in a parenteeducation program and one person is a volun~ 
teer worker with parents, With the exception of two partici- 
pants, all were registered as graduate students. 
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PRES CHOOL WORK GROUP 


INTiODU CTION 


When the Workshop opened the discussion seemed to center on the "Preschool 
Blind Child", with a good deal of concern about specific questions brought 
up by individual members of the group. After afew days, it was observed 
that the thinking was more in terms of "preschool children who happen to be 
blind", The group discussed many problems, but would end by saying, "But 
all children do this. All children feel this. This is what all children 
want and need," 


Children go through the same developmental stages; they like, in general, 
the same activities and toys, they experience the same joys and frustra= 
tions, The fact that he is blind does not alter a child's needs-=he is a 
normal child who has a visual handicap. The only concession that must be 
made is that because he is blind we may provide different kinds, but not 
different qualities, of experiences, Warmth and acceptance are important 
to him, 


At the beginning of the Workshop we talked of helping parents to solve their 
problems. Then we began saying, "People have abilities and resources with= 
in themselves to work out their owmm problems." When they are ready for 
help and ask for it, they do not want answers; they want suggestions or 
they want someone who will listen to them and accept their feelings with- 
out judging. Or perhaps they just want someone to ask a question which will 
make thinking or talking easier, 
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HOME COUNSELLING 


The group recognizes that parents of blind children may need help be- 
cause of feelings of insecurity and inadequacy. One of the most valuable 
ways in which this help may be provided is through individual parent coun-= 
selling, 

A preschool worker seeks to establish rapport with the parents. She 
should accept their feelings as they are and help at the point where they 
need it. A parent has to feel ready for help, and progress is made at the 
parent!s ow rate, It is important to guide the parents in using their ow 
strengths and resources in working out their problems, The worker should 
be sensative to the needs of both parents and child, and approach the situ- 
ation objectively, The worker must assess the family situation and deter- 
mine how much help is needed, 

The need for counselling will vary from time to time, and from parent 
to parent, It is felt important that an appointment be made before a home 
visit and, also, that the parent feel free to call upon the preschool worker 
when she feels the need of assistance, While some suggestions and litera- 
ture may be given, and effort should be made to encourage parents to be 
continually more independent and resourceful, 

In addition to professional training, people working with the visually 
handicapped should be able to understand children and adults as such, and 
be able to discuss handicaps and their implications objectively, The pro» 
fessional worker should be a mature person who enjoys a full personal life 


as well as satisfaction and enjoyment from his work, It is also felt that 
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the worker should have an emotional maturity which includes a knowledge of 
motives and attitudes, and their relation to previous experiences as well 
as the practical ability to deal with situations is as important as pro- 
fessional preparation, 

It is possible that some people who go into this work have a tendency 
to over-identify with visually handicapped persons, They may have unre- 
solved conflicts of a personal nature which might make it difficult to eval- 
uate objectively a given situation, These persons may improve themselves 
as they recognize this emotional barrier in their professional relation= 


ships and seek appropriate help. 


THE CHILD 


During the problem-finding sessions of the Workshop, a list was made 
of difficulties which parents and teachers often face. Gradually the in- 
dividual problems faded into a point of view, or group philosophy, which — 
clarified minute questions. Our greater understanding of the child as an 
individual and how he grows, led to the organization of discussion into 


five areas: 
le Habit training 


2e Speech problems 
3. Emotional problems 
l. Sensory experiences 


5. Toys and equipment 


1, Habit Trainings 
meena meee nena Several general principles should be kept in mind 


when the child is being helped to establish good habits. 


Since each child has his ow pattern of growth, what the child is 
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ready to do depends upon the stage of his development rather than on 
his size, his age, or what some other child can do, 

Children learn best when they feel secure and when desirable be- 
havior is satisfying to them. It is important to allow plenty of time 
for young children to do things for themselves and to be patient and 
friendly with them. One should not expect perfection nor be surprised 
or disapproving when relapses occur, The child should not be made to 
feel that he is bad because of his failure to comply with accepted 
social requirenents, 

a, Learning to walk: The time a child will learn to walk de- 

pends on the development of his muscles, the experiences he has 

had, and the encouragement given him. 

After a baby has hac opportunities to play in his playpen, to 
play on the floor and to become familiar with the furniture and 
other physical surroundings, he will learn to pull himself up and, 
eventually, to take his first steps, 

Once he has his feet firmly on the ground, push toys are help- 
ful because they give the child extra support. <A weighted paper 
carton, a doll carriage, or a wooden box on casters are good. 

Parents should give the child the continuous help and encourage- 
ment he needs in his efforts to walk, and should not frighten 
the child by being upset by his tunbles, 

A blind child may be given added incentive to walk by stim- 
lation from his toys--e.i., by the reward of finding them in his 
exploration, Perhaps the greatest single motivation is that pro- 
vided by the encouragement of his parents, 


b. Eating: A child should enjoy eating in an atmosphere which 
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is pleasant and relaxed, Parents should encourage him to feed 
himself as soon as he shows interest. Parents should not show 
concern over the childts awkwardness in eating, All children have 
difficulty in coordination of this type when first learning to 
feed themselvese 

A blind child may find it difficult to feed himself not only 
because he is unable to learn through visual imitation of others, 
but because he must learn to adapt his movements in locating and 
using objects in line with his own special conceptions, He can 
be helped by being served food that is easy to manage and by 
being made to feel secure as he explores his food and utensils 
in his immediate surroundings, 
Ce Dressing: The ability of the child to dress himself is an 
indication of his growth and his own feeling of independence, 
Parents may foster this important feeling by allowing the child 
plenty of time in which he may experience success and pleasure 
when he is trying to achieve this important task, Parents may 
foster the child's success or independence by providing clothing 
which may be easily managed by the child, Dressing oneself is 
one of the most obvious milestones of the child's recognition of 
his own ability. Parents of blind children who tend to react in 
a protective manner, may contribute to the child's dependency, 
thus making it more difficult for him to want to help himself, 
d. Toilet training: The group recognized the concern which 
parents may have about their child's toilet habits, Again, it 
was felt that too much emphasis may be placed on the child's con- 


formance in this area and that pressure on the child may also 
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hinder his progress, 

The child will not be "trained" until he has reached a certain 
stage of physical maturity. When he shows that he is ready for 
this voluntary control, the following suggestions will be helpful: 

we The child's needs should be a guide for the time set aside 

for toileting-~before or after breakfast, after a nape 

-= Be consistent in the time and in the manner of toileting, 

“= Use simple words which he can learn easily. 

o- Provide a comfortable toilet arrangement--seat or low chair 

~~ Never leave him on the toilet long, 

-- Help him to enjoy being dry by changing him into dry cloth- 

ing as soon as he is wet. 

«« Never scold or punish him when he has an "accident", 

~~ Donit make an issue of toilet controls 


2. Speech Problems: 
ccm enwonmnneomennnees Speech irregularities in preschool children 


should not cause undue alarm, An adult's anxiety over such irregu- 
larities may cause fear and tensions to develop in the child and may 
lay the basis for future speech problems, 

A child's hearing may not be completely developed before the age 
of seven, lfis pronounciation of certain words may result from an in- 
ability to distinguish certain sounds, especially those of high fre- 
quency, Such deviations as hesitancy, repetitions and constantly 
speaking in the third person are common in some children under the age 
of six, In most cases, they tend to disappear as the child matures 
physically and socially, 


If a speech deviation appears to be severe, an examination of the 
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speech organs should be made by a physician and, if there is malforma= 
tion, treatment should be given by an experty 

Teachers and parents can do much in a positive way to prevent the 

establishment of poor speech habits. 

a Speech should be made a pleasant experience, 

b,. Situations which focus undue attention woon the child's 
speech should be avoided, 

Co Avoid anticipating needs, thereby eliminating the necessity 
for verbal comiunication, 

d, Good emotional development will be premoted when the adult 
speaks often to the child. He gets a feeling of communica~ 
tion by hearing speech even though he may not completely un- 
derstand what is meant, 

€a in order to have ideas to communicate, the child needs a wide 
background of experiences, 

f,. During the early development of speech, a child should be 
told the names of the objects he handles, 

g» in order to develop a self-concept, the child should be helped 
to understand that he is an importent individual personality, 

Those who work with these children should be aware of existing re- 
search in this area, 


3. Emotional Problems: 
Soe mr eam we Show eae on on ene wn on am tm we -- Some speech problems, withdrawal, some manner- 


isms, bed-wetting, thumbsucking and tantrums may be symptons of emo- 
tional problems. Our concern should be directed to the underlying 
causes, Tension may result when: 


a the child feels that he is not loved enough, 
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be too much is expected of him, 

Ce too often he experiences failure, 

d. he is expected to make too many adjustments too quickly. 

@e his environment is not challenging enough, 

f.. he feels insecure, 
It is necessary to re-examine our standards of discipline and try to 
determine whether these meet the emotional needs of the individual . 
child, 


h. Sensory Experiences: 
CO ne at re ew ae ms The blind child does not have the visual 


Stimulation which may help the growth and development of the sighted 
child, Everyday activities may be made more meaningful to him by 
verbal explanation, and through experiences which involve other senses, 
ie€s, hearing, tasting, smelling. 

The child may be helped in developing his sense of hearing by 
Simple informal games which help him to discriminate and locate dif- 
ferent sounds, 

Tactual and kinaesthetic-motor senses can be stimulated through 
the use of rhythms and other activities which make use of the large 
muscles. 

Children gain a feeling for size, texture and form through 
handling objects, There are innumerable opportunities in play for ex~ 
periences which improve touch perception, Parents should capitalize 
upon such opportunities as a drug store, a bakery, fresh tar, fresh 
paint, etc, 

The natural curiosity which is common to childhood may be kept 
alive by encouraging the child to investigate his immediate surround- 


ings. If an enriched environment and a permissive atmosphere is pro- 
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vided, he will learn through self-motivated exploration. 


5. Toys and ails 
SP 0 oo ne ae oo es www oa me mw mg Toys which are suitable for any child are also 


suitable for a blind child, Toys and equipment should be selected for 
blind children--as for all children--with an eye to their sturdiness, 
durability and interest, Adults should respect the child's om pre- 
ference in toys, Where there is residual vision, colors and definite- 
ness of patterns ave helpful, Of even greater significance than the 
toy itself is the manner in which it is introduced to the blind child, 
If he feels safe when he meets a new situation, such as a new toyy he 
will respond with security; 

Blindness does not limit a child!s need for toys which encourage 
imaginative play. We suggest that toys of this sort be in scale with 
each other to increase the child's sense of relative sedan Too many 
toys at a time may be confusing. Some toys are conducive to certain 
play activities which widen the child's experiences, i,e., balls, 
tricycles, roller skates, It is easier for children to find toys if 
they are kept consistently in the same place, This accessibility also 
promotes a sense of responsibility in getting and returning play things, 

It is recognized that the degree of visual loss may affect the child's per- 
formance in these areas, Therefore, our observations and understanding of 
the child's particular condition will determine the kind of guidance he 


should be given, 


GROUP-EXPERIENCE FOR PRESCHOOL Sota CUILDRN 


The question of whether organized group experience is advisable for 


a preschool child depends upon his individual situation, 
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Some child may be ready for intecrated kindergarten without previous 
school experience, These would be the children who have had warm, secure 
relationships in the home and wholesome social experience. 

If it is felt that a nursery school experience would be beneficial, 
we think it preferable that the child enter a suitable nursery school with 
children who see, It is well to keep in mind these things: 


The size of the group--a small one is better, a large one may be 
overwhelming. 


The philosophy of the directorxethe program should be flexible, 
able to meet special needs, 


The personality of the staff--warmth and acceptance are especially 
desirable. 


We realize that in some localities there are separate nursery schools for 
blind children which may answer some of the needs of the individual child 
and his family. We think it is well to keep in mind the dangers of this 
kind of program: 3 
It sets a pattern for segregation that may be difficult to alter, 
The focus may be centered on the handicap, 
There is lacking the stimulation which comes from association with 
children who see, 
From en administrative point of view, it may be difficult to set up 
a suitable screening system if acceptance into the school is 
based on blindness and age alone, 
This type of program can be enriched by making every effort to bring in 


some sighted children, 
EVALUATION OF THE CHILD 


Attempts are being made to establish techniques which may be valid for 


evaluating blind children of preschool age, Research is limited and ine 
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complete, so there is no standardized test available, 

Observations of day-by-day experiences by all those who work with the 
child in different Hidebbnevoush as teacher, doctor, ophthalmologist, 
parents, and preschool worker--contribute to the total evaluation of the 
child, 

Objective techniques of assessment enlarce the picture of the blind 
child, but cannot be used as conclusive indication of his intelligence or 
development. Professional personnel should be alert to the contributions 
of research and scientific in the use of the findings. 

RECORDS 

The group feels that constructive use may be made of records and re~ 
ports of preschool blind children, If these records are to be of value to 
successive persons working with the child, they must be carefully written 
in an objective manner. They should be kept in one central place and ree 
leased upon request through the preper administrative channels, Included 
in these records might be information regarding prenatal history, family 
history, child's position in the family, cause of blindness and relating 
health factors, developmental history and social experiences, In addition, 
there might be recorded in chronological form, examples of pertinent con= 
versation and events which occur during conferences between worker and 
parents, All material recorded should be used in an ethical manner, 

A printed form showing helpful medical history is recommended, The 
ophthalmological report should explain in simple, understandable terms the 
child's diagnosis and its possible implications. The croup feels that these 
records are extremely important because of the peculiar significance of the 


preschool years, This material may have valuable use for research purposes, 
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It should also serve as a valuable contribution to the total educational 


plan for each blind child, 


PARENTS? GROUPS 


In discussing parents! groups, the following points were considered 
important: 

Groups can be of value in providing parents with an opportunity to 
share a common interest in their children, to learn that other parents 
have similar problems, and to work together in finding answers to these 
problems, 

These groups may provide a means for obtaining better educational or 
legislative advantages for their blind children, 

Such groups may help obtain better understanding among the sighted of 
the problems faced by blind children and their parents, 

The success of parents? groups depends upon the interest and the 
initiative of the parents themselves, 

In order to function well a group should meet the individual needs of 
the members, be characterized by a friendly atmosphere, make wise use of 
comunity resources, and have the type of leadership that makes use of the 
contributions of each member, 

However, it is recomized that the results of parents of blind 
children meeting as a sroup may not always be constructive, 

A parents! group may offer temporary and partial security, The group 
experience does not always resolve their conflicts and may even intensify 


their insecurity in their ow situations, 
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Problems concerning blind children--like those of sighted children-= 
differ with the individual, Parents attempting to solve individual problems 
by identifying theaselres with a group are often lead to solutions which 
are inconsistent with the reality of their own situations, 

When parents! groups consistently use specialist speakers, there is 
a danger that this may become an escape from the parents assuming their own 
responsibilities, 

A group situation can be effective therapeutically only with the leader- 
ship or guidance of a person skilled in this process. 

Parents! groups have been known to indulge in projects which were not 
always in the best interest of the child. It may not be a fault of the per- 
sons in the group, but rather a result of group action which may move faster 
than parents are able to realize, 

A group of parents will be concerned justifiably with providing educa- 
tion and services for their children, Sometimes they have actively promoted 


legislation for their special group. 


CAO RY ree SRD 


Other methods of helping parents--such as institutes, group therapy and the 
use of literature--were discussed, The interest of this Workshop Group, 


however, centered in the area of home counselling and parents! organizations. 


VOLUNTEER SERVICES 


The use of volunteers in public and private agencies, and schools seems 


to be a fairly frequent practice, If properly selected, they may offer an 


effective services persons who are not adequately trained in the duties 
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suggested for them, or who have no background of work with children, often 
do more harm than good, In order to secure the best possible services, it 
is important to set up a good screening program which may be followed by 
an orientation course, 
The group feels that volunteers may be used in the following ways; 
1. Cooperating in surveys to locate blind infants through ophthal- 
mologists, pediatricians and local agencies, 
2e Helping with transportation: 
a helping teachers on field trips. 
b. taking children to and from nursery school. 
c, taking mother and child to doctor's office or agency, 
3. Undertaking care of a child to give the mother free time to 
be by herself, to shop, etc. 
h, Serving on boards of directors of schools and agencies, 
5. Making toys and other equipment, and keeping them in good 


condition, 


PUBLIC EDUCATION 


Public education is best achieved when the attention of citizens is 
focused upon the similarities between blind and sighted individuals, Any- 
thing that helps sighted people to understand how blind individuals adjust 
to their environment is good publicity, Much of the mystery which surrounds 
blindness and the aids which a blind person uses will be dispelled when the 
public becomes more familiar with them, Most of this type of education is 


accomplished when blind individuals casually participate with their sighted 
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friends in comminity activities, 

We believe that: 

1. films showing integration of blind and sighted children, or of 
the similarities between them would be valuable for public educa- 
tion, All films should be carefully screened, 

2, The proper kind of publicity from the press might be secured by 
helping the reporter to develop a food philosophy regarding blind 
individuals, 

3. Radio and television are excellent media for the improvement of 
public opinion concerning blind individuals and greater use of 
informative script should be encouraged, 

h, Professional persons can help to interpret the blind child on 


religious and civic programs, 


RE COMENDATIONS 


I. 
That preschool counsellors be encouraged to develop more opportunities 


for blind children in regular nursery schools for sighted children, and that 
they actively participate in the local and national associations in order 
to bring about improved standards in all nursery schools. 
Il. 

That all preschool counsellors take the initiative in interpreting to 
the nursery~school directors, the teachers and all others concerned with 


constructive programs for all children, the needs of the young blind child 
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and his parents, 


Lilie 
That all appropriate state and national agencies be urged to cooperate 


in a nation-wide effort to acquaint ophthalmologists and pediatricians with 
suitable existing services available to young children and their parents, 


IV. 
That all programs for preschool blind children include home counselling 


as a basic service to all other services, 


V. 
That in setting up programs for blind children, the services be orientec 


according to the basic needs of all children, 


VI. 
That in any form of parent guidance, the needs of the parents should 


be met on the basis of the individual problems in each family, and that 
group meets for parents be encouraged only when there is an expressed need 
for professional help from the parents! group, and when there is a pro- 
fessional understanding of the real function of the groupe 


Vii. 
That all state and national organizations be encouraged to divert more 


funds for continued social and psychological research affecting the pre- 
school blind child and his parents, particularly in the areas of develop- 
mental measurements, parent-child relationships, and public attitudes toward 
blind individuals, 


VIII. 
That all preschool workers be encouraged to be alert to information 


concerning medical research which may be of interest to parents of blind 
childrens 


IX. 
That preschool workers, as good citizens and professional personnel 


who have examined their own attitudes toward blindness, be concerned with 


ways in thich they can bring about improved public education and legisla» 
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tion in the best interest of blind individuals, 


Xe 
That regional training facilities with sufficient pediatric and 


ophthalnological background be set up through the joint efforts of the 
appropriate national agencies and suitable equipped colleges and wmi- 


versities, 
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